Unit 3a: Foundational Beliefs--Hinduism

Unit 3a: Foundational Beliefs--Hinduism

Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

Diversity and tolerance within H ndu thought and practice
Uni magi nabl e duration of tinme within H ndu thought
Concept of salvation within H ndu practice

Various Hi ndu paths available to realize emancipation

| mportance of doing one’s duty within H ndu practice

ldentify

Moni sm Kali Yuga, Kal pa

Sansara, Karma, Mksha, Dharna, Bhakti
Upani shads

At man, brahman, Brahman, Brahma

Emanci pati on

Vedas

Vacanas Bhagavad Gta

Realize
Tension-filled, “additive” logic of H ndu thought and
practice
I ntegration of sacred/secular world in Hi ndu thought and
practice

Variety of Hindu scriptures
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Preface to Beliefs

Three underlying principles assist us before
di scussi ng foundational beliefs.

1. Treat other religions with respect. “Do unto others as
you woul d have others do unto you.”

2. Maintain your own spiritual/personal foundation.

“l do not want ny house to be walled in on al
sides and ny windows to be stuffed. | want the
cultures of all lands to be bl own about ny house as
freely as possible. But | refuse to be blown off ny
feet by any. | would have our young nen and wonen with
literary tastes to learn as nuch of English and ot her
wor | d-1 anguages as they |ike, and then expect themto
give the benefits of their learning to India and to the
world...But | would not have a single Indian to forget,
negl ect or be ashaned of his nother tongue, or to feel
that he or she cannot think or express the best
t houghts in his or her own vernacular. Mne is not a
religion of the prison-house.”

-- Mahatama Gandhi (as quoted in Al Men Are
Brot hers, Mahatama Gandhi, [ NY: UNESCO, Col onbi a
University Press, 1958], p. 156).

“As the travel er who has once been fromhone is
wi ser than he [she] who has never left his own
doorstep, so a know edge of one other culture should
sharpen our ability to scrutinize nore steadily, to
appreciate nore |lovingly, our own.”

-- Margaret Mead (as quoted in Bartlett’s
Fam | iar Quotations, [Boston: Little, Brown, 1991], p.
853) .

3. Realize the difference between what is

normative and what is actually practiced
(ideal/real; belief/practice). Wat
peopl e believe--the ideals of their
religion--may often be very different
fromwhat is actually practiced.
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Foundational Beliefs: Hinduism

“In religion, all other countries are paupers..
India is the only mllionaire.™
-- Mark Twain

"How can you sort out all these [H ndu] patterns--
famly, regional, historical--and come to a sinple
under st andi ng of the whole? The answer quite sinply
is: you cannot. No one can, or has, or perhaps ever
will."

-- Thomas Hopkins, The Hi ndu Religious Tradition,
p. 2.

You can “study [H nduisn] for years with the best
of teachers, and when you raise your head, nothing that
they told you quite fits.”

-- E M Forster (as quoted in D ana Eck, Darsan,
Seeing the Divine Image in India, p. 11).

l. Introductory Principles

Si x underlying themes describe the H ndu world
Vi ew.

1. Diversity  Wthin H nduism there are different
paths to emanci pati on, many schools of thought, and an
assortnment of classes and sub-classes within society at
| arge. This vast collection of peoples, ideas and
practices all makeup the H ndu worl dvi ew.

2. Time Wwthin H ndu spirituality, time is cyclica
and of uni magi nabl e durati on.

One kalpa (KAL-pah) or cycle of
time fromcreation to dissolution
(day of Brahma), lasts 4.3 mllion
years. These cycles continue on for
the life of Brahma (100 years of 360
Brahma days and nights). The process
then, with variations, repeats
itsel f.
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Time, in this sense, ultimately di m nishes history
to insignificance. Individual biographies becone
sinple, brief scenes in an endless drama of |lives. An
i ndividual’s present life may even be one lived a
countl ess nunber of times in the past.

We live currently in a Kali Yuga (KAH | ee YOO gah)
age, wherein a steady decline takes place. Tine is
runni ng down. “Every day, in every way,” we do not get
“better and better.” Qur children wll not necessarily
have a better life than the one we enjoy. Rather, we
are all involved in the dowward spiral of tine.

3. Tension Rat her than discard old ideas and
practices, Hi nduism over its long history, has tended
to put the new al ongside the old, discounting neither.

This "additive" logic creates a
framework for tensions,
contradictions and seemn ng
anbi gui ti es.
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An aesthetic/ascetic, sensual/Spartan,
i ndul gent/austere, nystical/logical tension surfaces
t hroughout the entire tradition. A | ove of extrenes,
and the tendency to press everything to its ultimate
limt, pronotes a tension-filled perspective.

4. Tolerance

An enduring strength of Hnduismis it’s ability
to i nplenent a hospitable predi sposition which accepts
approaches which differ. Hi nduism enbraces diversity,
seeing it as a tool to unite, rather than divide, a
peopl e. A genui ne sense of acceptance stens fromthe
tradition's ability to admt variety and debate into
the core of its religious culture.
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5. Monism  Hindu thought is monistic. That is, it
sees reality as consisting of only one basic substance,
principle or reality. Wereas dualistic world views
see society in good/evil, self/other, I/world, terns,
Hi ndu thought identifies a single notion which ties al
reality together. One single principle or ground of
exi stence operates within the universe.

The Upani shadi ¢ narrative between Aruni and his
new y educated son Shvetaketu points to this sense of
uni versal oneness. Aruni asks his son to put salt in a
cup of water and | eave it overnight. The next day,
after discussing the salt’s dissolving in the water--its
bei ng present but unseen--Aruni says to his son:

““Verily, ny dear, you do not [see] Being in this
world; but it is, indeed, here only: That which is the
subtl e essence--this whole world has that essence for
its Self. That is the Real. That is the Self. That
art Thou, Shvetaketu.'" (Chandogya, VI in The H ndu
Tradition by Ainslie Enbree, p. 61.)

6. Religious Integration The Hindu world vi ew knows
no sacred/ secul ar di chot ony.

There is no area of belief or
customalien to religious influence.
Thus, one's social life, politics, and
homenmaki ng activities receive distinct
spiritual attention along with worship,
prayer and private devotion.

The worl d, as grounded in God, is a just world.
| ndi vi dual s get what they deserve. This |ife becones
the soul's gymasi um school and training field. Al
of living becones an extension of the spiritual
di mensi on.

67



Unit 3a: Foundational Beliefs--Hinduism

Il. Beliefs

"I'f one can summarize in a phrase the general
intention of Indian spirituality it is to gain rel ease
(Moksha) fromthe bondage of Karma and Sansara, to
break the bonds of finite [imtations and participate
inthe infinite ground of reality which is
i nperi shable.”

-- David Kinsley, Sword and the Flute, p. 143.

“If I really know-then that truth destroys ne. |
amone with the essence of being. The goal is to truly
"Be,' to slamthe ego. 'Be all that you are'...not 'Be
all that you can be.'"

-- Dr. Charles Ryerson, Princeton Sem nary

Wthin H nduism practice takes precedence over
belief. The Iine separating belief and ethic becones
an indistinct one.

VWiile realizing the preference for right action
over right thinking, there are nonethel ess certain
basi ¢ concepts which describe H ndu belief, its
transcendent Uphani shadic vision or world and life
view. The following five key terns--sansara, karnma,
noksha, dharma and bhakti--describe this H ndu world
view. These five concepts becone essential in
di scussing many of the religions of the East (Buddhism
and folk religions).

1. Samsara (sahm SAH ruh)

This term expressing concepts of “flow and “run-
around,” describes humanki nd's sense of despair at the
passing nature of events within this life. In this
world of rebirth, what is achieved in the course of
one's life can easily becone | ost.

This sense of | oss happens not
once but endlessly. The nore one
becones consci ous, the nore one
feels the frustrations and
limtations of life.
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A passage fromthe seventeenth century describes
the sense of ultinmate pain and hel pl essness expl ai ned
by sansara. Describing the soul Iike an enpty stomach,
never at rest, with no set honme, dancing like rice in a
frying pan, the Tukaram states,

"l have been harassed by the world.

| have dwelt in ny nother's wonb and | nust enter
the gate of the wonb eight mllion tines.

| was born a needy beggar and ny life is passed
under a stranger's power.

| am bound fast in the nmeshes of ny past and its
fated influence continues with ne...”

(“The Burden of the Past,” Tukaram as quoted in
Enbree, The H ndu Tradition, p. 252).

2. Karma (KAHR-muh) As defined in the HarperCollins
Dictionary of Religion, karnma enconpasses "deed,
action, ritual, result... Any nental, verbal, or

physi cal action or intention...The results or
consequences of actions or intentions." (p. 622)

Karma, the noral |aw of cause and effect, sees
not hi ng as happeni ng by chance or acci dent.
| ndi vi dual s have personal responsibility. Each thought
and deed carries a destiny producing effect.

Transmi gration sees the birth of the “soul” in
successive life forns. Karma directly ties into this
series of rebirths. Wites H ndu scholar Arvind
Sharma, "[Qne is not just accidentally born into a
famly belonging to a vocational group, one is reborn
into it as a result of that universal accounting system
called karma." (Qur Religions, p. 25.)

The cause of sanmsaric frustration and sense of
“di s-ease” is not just acts or deeds thensel ves but the
desire, will, and sense of resolve behind those
actions. At the base of this desire is what we often
call the ego which al ways seeks expansion--either in
power over things or in acquisition of things/sensuous
appetites.
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3. Moksha

Though H ndu thought nost often
describes noksha in terns of what it is
not, the terns “liberation,” “ful
bei ng,” “consciousness,” “bliss” gives
sone sense of its meaning.

From what is humankind to be |iberated? The
egocentric desire described under sansara above. To
transcend, transform destroy, and kill the ego is the
aim

The search for sal vation can take place al ong two
pl anes. On one level, this search..."is related to an
attenpt to inprove one's karma, the fruit of one's
actions, in order to inprove one's future existence.”

On anot her and higher level, salvation is
understood as the finding of a node of existence that
i's beyond the changing flux of tinme and circunstance.
This concept was directly linked to the ancient nessage
of the Upanishads [very old H ndu Scriptures] that
“there is an identity between [humankind' s] spirit and
the universal spirit, and that salvation consisted in
an intuitive realization of this truth. To cone to
this state of knowl edge is to realize [humankind' s]
true nature." (Ainslie Enbree, The Hi ndu Tradition, p.
120.)

Atman ( AHT-nuhn), the "individual soul or life-
force, eternal, indestructible...of the nature of pure
bei ng, consciousness, and bliss" is the essenti al
nature of one's self. (HarperCollins Dictionary of
Religion, p. 88.) The ultimate or absolute reality of
t he uni verse, brahman, (BRAH nmuhn) is |ike atman but
expanded to a universal, cosm c di nension
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The term[b]Jrahman (with a snall
"b') is not to be confused wi th Brahman,
(rmenbers of the highest of H nduisms
four classes), or Brahma (the creator
deity of classical H nduism

Real i zati on that atman = brahman = noksha is not
so nmuch an existential quest as an intuitive awareness,
an instinctive know edge, understanding that in know ng
Al'l, one becones All.

Agai n, the dial ogue between Aruni and his
“|l earned, ponpous” son Shvetaketu is instructive.
Aruni tells his son to bring hima fig. After
exam ning the fine seeds, Shvetaketu is to break one.
Inside is nothing but a “subtle essence not seen,” but
fromwhich the great fig devel ops.

“Believe me, ny dear, that which is the subtle
essence--this whole world has that essence for its
Self; that is the Real; that is the Self; that subtle
essence art thou, Shvetaketu...'" (Chandogya, as quoted
in Enbree, The H ndu Tradition, p. 64.)

The “subtle essence,” the Self (brahman), “that

thou art” Aruni told Shvetaketu. Emancipation
(moksha. .. liberation) thus becones a process of com ng
to an awareness of this identity of atman with brahman.
Few real i ze noksha as a continual state. Mst only
capture a glinpse of it here and there.

Various paths or disciplines are available to
reali ze noksha. Each path depends on one's
t enperanent, disposition and position within or outside
the class structure. The intent of these paths is to
take an ordinary person on his/her own ternms, and gear
sal vation to his/her uni que nmakeup.

O these paths (margas) and disciplines (yogas),
three receive great attention--those of know edge
(gyana), duty (dharma), and devotion (bhakti).
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4. Dharma (DAHR-nuh) What peopl e ought to do--their
establ i shed duty--beconmes the sustaining, underlying
goal and guide for ordinary people. Dharma al so
focuses on the nodel of how society should be

or gani zed.

5. Bhakti The path of devotion, loyalty and love, is
bhakti. It enbodies the essential traits of heartfelt
worship. Intense enotion, being “mad” after Cod,
devotion which is intinmate, passionate, intense and
topsy-turvy characterizes the revolutionary encounters
with the sacred

The Bhagavad G ta describes this sense of
devoti on.

“OF all nmen of discipline, noreover,
Wth inner soul gone to Me

Whoso reveres Me with faith

HmIl hold the nost disciplined."

-- VI:47 (translated by Edgerton, p. 37.)

If a person is as he or she feels, and if a person
feels united wth God, that person, in sone sense, is
united with God. Bhakti pronotes such feeling and
offers a practical salvation path. It serves as a
safety valve for H ndu worshipers, a spiritual quest
alternative for those caught up in routines of dharmc
duty or ascetic, know edge demandi ng paths to the Holy.
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lll. Selected Hindu Scriptures

1. Vedas (VAY-duhs) These early Sanskrit texts were
primarily hyms conposed between 1200 - 900 B.C. They
are seen as a verbal formof ultimate reality. The
Brahm n group enbodies and interprets this reality.

2. Upanlshads (00- PAH ni -shuhdz) Interpretations of
t he Vedas, beginning with an enphasis on proper
performance of sacrificial ritual and ending with
nmystical identities of the individual soul (atman) with
the universal spirit (brahmn) are the focus of the
Upani shads.

3. Great Epics 300 B.C. - A D 300 The Mahabharata
(mah hah BAH rah tah) is a grand narrative of stories
involving warriors and kings. The Bhagavad Gita ( BUH
guh vuhd CEE tah), describing poetic dial ogue between
Arjuna and his charioteer Krishna, is included in this
extensive narrative. The Ramayana (rah mah YAH nuh)
describes the rule of Rama or God’' s ki ngdom on earth.

4. VVacanas These texts describe
poens of personal devotion to a god-
-essential in follow ng the bhakti
pat h.

Concerning the overall nature and inportance of
the Hi ndu scriptures, two concepts are hel pful.

First, texts ratify what is already being
experi enced.
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Secondl y, as described by theol ogi an Harol d

Coward, "it is the vibrating, spoken word that has
power, that is heard and renenbered and transforns
human consci ousness."” For nost Hi ndus, "once the

direct experience of the Divine Wrd is realized, the
mani fested forns (the words and sentences of the Veda)
are no | onger needed. The Vedic words and sentences
function only as the 'ladder' to raise one to the
direct, intuitive experience of the conplete D vine
Wrd." (Howard Coward, H ndu-Christian D al ogue, pp.
232, 236.)

“Always find the good.”
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Vocabulary List: Foundational Beliefs--Hinduism

Atman (AHT-nuhn) The "individual soul or life-force, eternal,
i ndestructible...of the nature of pure being, consciousness,
and bliss" is the essential nature of one's self.

Bhagavad Gita (BUH guh vuhd GEE tah) Great Epic describing
poetic dial ogue between Arjuna and his charioteer Krishna,
is included in this extensive narrative.

Bhakti The path of devotion, loyalty and |love, is bhakti. It
enbodi es the essential traits of heartfelt worship. Intense
enotion, being “nmad” after God, devotion which is intimate,
passi onate, intense and topsy-turvy characterizes the
revol utionary encounters with the sacred.

Brahma The creator deity of classical H nduism

Brahman Menbers of the hi ghest of H nduism s four classes

brahman, (BRAH nmuhn) The ultimte or absolute reality of the
uni verse, is |ike atman but expanded to a universal, cosmc
di nmensi on.

Dharma (DAHR-nuh) What peopl e ought to do--their established
dut y- - becones the sustaining, underlying goal and guide for
ordi nary people. Dharma also focuses on the nodel of how
soci ety shoul d be organi zed.

Great Epics 300 B.C. - A D. 300 The Mihabharata (mah hah BAH
rah tah) is a grand narrative of stories involving warriors
and ki ngs. The Baghavad G ta and Ramayana al so are
i nportant epics.

Kali Yuga (KAH1ee YOO gah) Age in which we presently live,
wherein a steady decline takes place. Tinme is running down.
“Every day, in every way,” we do not get “better and
better.” Qur children will not necessarily have a better
life than the one we enjoy. Rather, we are all involved in
t he downward spiral of tine.
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Kalpa (KAL-pah) One cycle of H ndu tinme, beginning with
creation to dissolution (day of Brahma), |asts 4, 320,000
years. These cycles continue on for the life of Brahma (100
years of 360 Brahma days and nights). The process then,
with variations, repeats itself.

Karma (KAHR-nmuh) Enconpasses "deed, action, ritual, result..
Any nmental, verbal, or physical action or intention...The
results or consequences of actions or intentions.” Kar ma
the noral |aw of cause and effect, sees nothing as happeni ng
by chance or acci dent.

Moksha (MK shah) Though Hindu thought nost often describes
moksha in terns of what it is not, the terns “liberation,”
“full being,” “consciousness,” “bliss” gives sone sense of
its meaning.

Monism Hi ndu thought is nonistic. That is, it sees reality
as consisting of only one basic substance, principle or
reality. \Whereas dualistic world views see society in
good/evil, self/other, I/world, termnms, H ndu thought
identifies a single notion which ties all reality together.

Ramayana (rah mah YAH nuh) G eat Epic describing the rule of
Rama or God’ s ki ngdom on earth

Samsara (sahm SAH ruh) Term expressing concepts of “flow
and “run-around,” which describes humanki nd's sense of
despair at the passing nature of events within this life.
In this world of rebirth, what is achieved in the course of
one's life can easily becone lost. This sense of |oss
happens not once but endlessly. The nore one becones
consci ous, the nore one feels the frustrations and
limtations of life.

Transmigration Mre precise termthan reincarnation. It sees
the birth of the soul in successive |ife forns. Karma
directly ties into this series of rebirths.
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Upanlshads (00- PAH-ni -shuhdz) Interpretations of the Vedas,
begi nning with an enphasis on proper performance of
sacrificial ritual and ending with nystical identities of
t he individual soul (atman) with the universal spirit
(brahm n) are the focus of the Upani shads.

Vacanas Texts which describe poens of personal devotion to a
god--essential in follow ng the bhakti path

Vedas (VAY-duhs) These early Sanskrit texts were primarily
hymms conposed between 1200 - 900 B.C. They are seen as a
verbal formof ultimate reality. The Brahm n group enbodi es
and interprets this reality.
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Review Quiz: Foundational Beliefs--Hinduism

Part 1--True or False pPilace a T or an Fin
t he bl ank provi ded.

1. A strength of H ndu thought and practice is its ability
to accept approaches which differ.

2. Hi ndu t hought sees the world in good/evil, self/other,
| /world terns.

3. Hi ndu practice sees all areas of |ife--beliefs, custons,
politics, honmemaki ng--as under the influence of
religion.

4. An enduring strength of H nduismis its sense of

rejection and intol erance of approaches which differ.

5. H ndu t hought advocates only one path to |iberation.

6. Under st andi ng of underlying concepts of the H ndu world
vi ew enabl es cl earer thought concerning many religions
of the East (Buddhism and folk religions)

7. The ternms “liberation,” “full being,” ®“consciousness,”
“bliss” offer a correct definition of noksha.

8. There are various paths or disciplines available in
real i zi ng noksha (emanci pation--bliss.)

9. Under the Bhakti path, if a person feels united with
God, that person, in sone sense, is united with God.

10. Regardi ng H ndu scriptures, texts ratify what is
al ready experi enced.
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Part 2—-Mu|tip|e Choice piace the letter of
the nost correct response in the blank provided.

1. Ti me--and the duration of the world--according to the

H ndu world and life view, is

a. short, fast noving, always grow ng better and better.

b. cyclical, of uninmaginable |ength.

c. applicable only to India--no other areas of the world
have been influenced by H ndu concepts of tine.

2. One kal pa, or cycle of Hindu tinme, |asts roughly
a. 2 thousand years.
b. 85 hundred years.
c. 4 mllion, 320 thousand years.

3. One of the characteristics of the Kali Yuga age in which

we, according to Hi ndu thought, live is

a. every day, in every way, things get better and better.
b. steady decline takes place.
c. individuals can “be all they can be.”

4. What best describes the H ndu world view?
a. “Individuals get what they deserve.”
b. “Life is unfair.”
c. “The holy is beyond reach.”

5. What best describes H ndu belief concerning the self?

a. “Be all that you can be.”
b. “Be all that you are.”
c. “Do be, do be, do...”
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6. What term descri bes humanki nd’s sense of despair at the

passing nature of events within this life, ideas of “flow and
“run-around?”’

a. karma
b. nirvana
c. Sansara

7. The term “transmgration” is a nore accurate description

of the popular word

a. nirvana.
b. startup-trooper.
C. reincarnation

8. At the base of sanmsaric frustration is
a. an ego which constantly seeks expansi on.
b. unsel fishness.
c. actions of service to humanki nd.

9. Bhakti is a path of
a. devotion, loyalty and | ove.
b. what people ought to do--one’s established duty.
c. know edge and ascetic ritual.

10. The Bhagavad G ta describes poetic dial ogue between
a. Arjuna and his chariot driver Krishna.
b. Gandhi and Kali.
c. Brahma and Buddha.

“Take a nystery drive.”
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Resources for Further Study

See Unit 9a: H ndu Texts--Societal Inplications

“Devel op a postitive attitude...Attitude shapes everything. |If
our attitude is postive, we open up great opportunities for
ourselves and for those whom we serve.”

(CGeneral Carl Vuono)
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